By AMS1 Michael Galski
VR-58
hen | teach operational risk management, |
usually ask my classto analyzeasimpletask—
such astaking out the trash—for therisksinvolved.
Thegroup often giveslighthearted responsesthat
range from the possibility of suffering apaper cut to
being abducted by aliens. | never thought that |
would be doing arisk assessment about taking out
trashfor real.

Oneday last August, | had just finished lunch
and was heading for the smoke pit, which was at the
end of our hangar, when | smelled burning plastic.
Rounding the corner of our supply cage, | noticed
smoke near therecycling areaand rantoward it to
investigate. | found aburning overhead projector
inside acardboard box. My first concern was atri-
wall (alarge cardboard contai ner) containing about
30 cubic feet of recyclable paper that wasonly a
few feet away.

| grabbedt 0X tha contained the burning
projector and pulle f the ,away from
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our Quality Assurancerepresentatives had arrived
and had helped me put out thefire. The only damage
wasto the projector and aprinter in the same box.
Theseitems had been put thereto goto DRMO.

Oncethe situation wasunder control, the
question of how thisfire started remained. Since
neither itemwaspluggedin, electrical failurewasout
of thequestion. Could it have been acareless
smoker? No, the smoke pit wasin ascreened area
morethan 30 feet away. Besides, thefire had started
inthe projector and had worked itsway out.

Wefinally figured out the cause. The sun shining
through the lenses of the proj ection head had started
thefire. Any 12-year-old who hasever played witha
magnifying glassin the sun knows how much heat
thefocal point of sunlight can produce. Imaginethis
heat multiplied by itsownintensity. (The projector
hastwo lenses.) The heat must have been tremen-
dous because parts of the glassmirror at the bottom
of the projector had melted.

Thereweremorelessons| learned fromthis
experience. Sincel had removed the burning object
fromthe hangar, | didn’t think it was necessary to
activatethefirealarm. That wasawrong decision.
Therewastill the potential of burning embers
blowing into the hangar and starting another fire.

Another mistake | made was not contacting the
firedepartment right away. | didn’t seeaneed for
them. After all, we had put out thefirewith acouple
of squirtsof adry-chemical fire extinguisher. How-
ever, thereisalwaysapotential for re-flash, and
firescan quickly get out of control. Youmust call the
firedepartment for al fires, no matter how small.

Themost disturbing thing about thisincident was
thefact that someone had actually said they smelled
smoke before | discovered thefire. No onedid any
investigating becauseweall assumed it was coming
fromthe NADEPside of the hangar. Never again
will wesmell smokewithout investigating.

Maybe my studentsand | should take my
“taking-out-the-trash” analogy during ORM training
more serioudly. After al, who would have guessed
that throwing away an overhead projector could
haveledto afirewith the potential for disaster?g
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